There is no single route to success in laboratory animal science. For Katy Bernhard Gove, her love of animals took her from being a veterinary technician in high school to a degree in animal science to jobs as a husbandry caretaker, a shift supervisor, and a member of a human resources department. Gove, operations manager at Charles River Laboratories, talks with Lab Animal assistant editor Owen Young about her career and what it takes to succeed as a manager in the laboratory animal industry.
What do you do in a nutshell? I oversee two major contracts at the NIH [National Institutes of Health] and give direct managerial oversight to about 100 technical and support staff. I ensure that the contracts run appropriately and that our clients are satisfied. I make sure all our positions are staffed and that training needs are met, and I assist with budgeting and tax organizational structure.
In essence, I am ultimately responsible for the success or failure of those contracts and the quality of services provided to our clients. I spend three days a week at the NIH campus and two days in the Charles River office. My days on campus consist of interfacing with my on-site managers, staff, and government clients to ensure that the contract requirements are met. Interfacing with my managers enables me to see that operations are running smoothly and that I am aware of what's happening on a daily basis. For me, being there is critical to the success of my position.
What type of training do you do?
I don't do a lot of training on a formal basis or much technical training from a cagewasher/caretaker/technician perspective, but I work toward mentoring my managers and submanagers to make good decisions. I try to instill in them the soft personal skills needed to work successfully with their subordinates. Our most prolific training situations are personnel issues. In some circumstances, an employee may have a motivation problem. I recommend different approaches to supervisors that can assist them in motivating an employee-try to find their strengths, pull them out from the crowd to engage them.
How did you get into the industry?
Like a lot of people, I love animals. In high school, I worked as a veterinary technician in private practice and later graduated from college with a Bachelor's in animal science. While I was working again in private practice, I received a call from a manager at the FDA [US Food and Drug Administration] to interview for a husbandry position.
From there I moved to the NIH as a technician and a husbandry support provider; I took care of ground squirrels, pigs, dogs, and sheep. I ultimately moved into a managerial role providing support to the National Cancer Institute's mouse wing within the same facility. After two years at that position, I was interested in other opportunities outside of operations. I was approached by a member of Human Resources and ended up as a recruiter/generalist in that department. After three years in HR, I realized how much I missed operations. The operations manager position became available, so I took it and have been here since.
How vital is your lab animal background?
I couldn't get by without it. Our community is such a different world from any other business, and if you don't have an understanding of how things work, you are just at such a disadvantage. I don't think someone with business sense and budgeting experience can just come in from outside. You need a knowledge base to be successful, expecially to establish the credibility necessary for effective mentoring.
What's your animal exposure now?
Generally, very little; it's probably 10% of my time in the facilities. I do go back to visit the dogs in the facility where I started my NIH career; they remind me why I joined the industry and who's really important in this business. But my focus has had to shift away from the direct care of the animls to supporting the people that have to provide that care. I don't give hands-on attention to the animals, but try to inspire others to take that kind of care and ensure that they do a quality job.
What are some frustrations?
The budget and Congress' changes on appropriations to NIH, I think, are the most stressful things that I am facing now. It can be hard to provide quality service while balancing business needs against our client's ability to afford that type of service.
What are the rewards of your job?
People who are truly dedicated to this community and to research animals can make a difference, and I think that for those persons who view it as more than just a paycheck or more than just benefits, they can have the satisfaction of knowing that they are making a bigger difference, not just to the animals or the clients, but to the populace, to everyone as a whole. The smallest little piece of what they're doing truly does make a difference. 
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